Introduction {#sec1-1}
============

"Yesterday, a 17 year old school boy was attacked by his junior with a paper cutter in the school premises in Delhi Cantonment".([@ref1]) The boy opposed the lewd remarks passed by the accused against his sister studying in the same school. The boy was lucky to have survived the injuries, unlike a student of Euro International School, who was shot dead by his classmate in Gurgaon".([@ref1])

The above indicates the serious nature that aggressive behavior has assumed in school children. In the United States, in 2006, there were 29 violent crimes at school per 1,000 students, which included rape, sexual and aggravated assault and robbery.([@ref2]) The youth risk behavior surveillance in 2007 reported that 27.1% of boys and 7.1% of girls had carried a weapon in school premises during the past 30 days.([@ref3]) Aggression affects academic learning and emotional development, spoils schools' environment and, if not controlled early, may precipitate extreme incidents of violence in the future.([@ref4]) Data on aggressive behavior among school children in India, although scarce, indicates males to be more aggressive,([@ref5]) with the proportion of physical aggression being 45% in boys.([@ref6]) The present study was conducted in a rural area of West Bengal with the following objectives: (1) to determine the magnitude and types of aggressive behavior in school children and (2) to identify the influence of age and sex on aggressive behavior.

Materials and Methods {#sec1-2}
=====================

Study design and setting {#sec2-1}
------------------------

A cross-sectional study was conducted in Anandanagar High School in the field practice area of "Rural Health Unit and Training Centre, Singur", All India Institute of Hygiene and Public Health, Kolkata.

Study participants {#sec2-2}
------------------

Three hundred and thirty-eight children (161 boys and 177 girls) of classes VII to IX participated in the study.

Sample size estimation {#sec2-3}
----------------------

Because no previous data were available, assuming the prevalence of aggression to be 50% (for maximum sample size at 6% absolute precision) at the 5% level of significance, the sample size was estimated to be 267.([@ref7]) However, while the study was being conducted, the students who were not being included in the sample objected on being left out; therefore, all the 338 children of classes VII to IX were included in the study.

Period of data collection {#sec2-4}
-------------------------

December 2009.

Definitions/measurement of aggressive behavior {#sec2-5}
----------------------------------------------

Aggression was defined as "Any behavior intended to harm another person who is motivated to avoid the harm".([@ref8][@ref9]) The types of aggression were categorized as per Baron 1977([@ref8][@ref9]) which were as follows:

Physical-active-direct: Stabbing, punching or hitting.Physical-active-indirect: Setting a booby trap/hiring an assassin to hurt another person.Physical-passive-direct: Physically preventing another person from obtaining a desired goal or performing a desired act (as in a sit-in demonstration).Physical-passive-indirect: Refusing to perform necessary tasks (e.g., refusing to move during a sit-in).Verbal-active-direct: Insulting or derogating another person.Verbal-active-indirect: Spreading malicious rumors or gossip about another person.Verbal-passive-direct: Refusing to speak to another person, to answer questions.Verbal-passive-indirect: Failing to make specific verbal comments (e.g., failing to speak up in another person\'s defense when he or she is unfairly criticized).

Method of data collection {#sec2-6}
-------------------------

Students were asked to complete a pre-designed, anonymous, self-administered questionnaire indicating types of aggressive behavior by them in the previous month. Students were also asked to assess themselves with reference to statements indicating verbal/physical aggression as per the Buss and Perry aggression questionnaire.([@ref10]) Information on whether classes on anger control were held in the current year was also sought.

Tools for data collection {#sec2-7}
-------------------------

A self-administered questionnaire was designed in adaptation of the Buss and Perry aggression questionnaire([@ref10]) and direct and indirect aggression scales.([@ref11]) The questionnaire was translated into the local language.

Ethical considerations {#sec2-8}
----------------------

One week prior to the data collection, a meeting was held with the school authorities. The problem of aggression in schools was discussed and the purpose of the study was explained. The students were administered the questionnaire after taking their consent.

Statistical tests {#sec2-9}
-----------------

Z-test and Chi-square test for trend were applied.

Results {#sec1-3}
=======

Study participants {#sec2-10}
------------------

Three hundred and thirty-eight children (161 boys, 177 girls) of classes VII to IX in Anandanagar High School participated in the study. Fifty-two children were in class VII, 144 in class VIII and 142 in class IX. 95.6% of the mothers and 97.4% of the fathers of the children were literate. Ninety-five percent of the mothers were housewives and the rest were working. 41.5% of the fathers were involved in agriculture, 33.1% were in service, 18% were self-employed and the remaining 6.4% were laborers. 38.4% of the children came from nuclear families.

Physical aggression {#sec2-11}
-------------------

Overall, 66.5% of the children were physically aggressive in the previous month: 75.8% of boys compared with 58.2% of girls (*P* = 0.001). Physical direct active aggression was more common among boys (57.1%) than among girls (22.0%) (*P* = 0.000 \[7.79E^-11^\]). Physical indirect active (*P* = 0.001), direct passive (*P* = 0.054) and indirect passive aggression (*P* = 0.004) were also more common among boys than among girls \[[Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}\]. [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"} shows that the common type of physical direct aggression in boys was pushing (69.5%), followed by twisting (55.4%), while that in girls was pushing (58.9%), followed by slapping (51.2%).
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Types of direct active physical aggression
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Verbal aggression {#sec2-12}
-----------------

Overall, 56.8% of the children had been verbally aggressive in the previous month \[[Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}\]. Although any type of verbal aggression was higher in girls (61%) than in boys (55.2%) (*P* = 0.97), direct active aggression was more common among boys (43.4%) than among girls (37.2%) (*P* = 0.29). Verbal indirect and passive aggression was more common among girls than among boys, especially verbal indirect aggression, which was 55.3% among girls compared with 22.3% among boys (*P* = 0.000 \[1.17E^-09^\]). [Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"} shows that among the types of verbal direct aggression, abusing was common in boys (71.4%) and teasing in girls (71.2%).

###### 
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Types of verbal direct active aggression

![](IJCM-38-109-g004)

Self-assessment by the students {#sec2-13}
-------------------------------

[Table 5](#T5){ref-type="table"} indicates that boys were more liable to acts of physical aggression than girls. It was found that 60.2% of the boys would hit on provocation compared with only 9% of girls (*P* = 0.000 \[6.6E^-23^\]), 62.7% would hit back if hit (girls: 49%) (*P* = 0.000 \[3.4E^-22^\]), 52.1% would resort to violence to protect rights (girls: 23.1) (*P* = 0.000 \[6.4E^-8^\]), 20.4% could not control their urge to strike (girls: 7.3%) (*P* = 0.001) and 32% would break things if angry (girls: 11.2%) (*P* = 0.000 \[5.4E^-6^\]). Regarding attributes indicating verbal aggression, girls were found to be more liable to be to being argumentative (63.8% compared with 55.2% of boys) (*P* = 0.134) and disagreeing (41.8% compared with 33.5% of boys) (*P* = 0.145).

###### 

Characteristic of students (self assessment) with reference to verbal aggression (buss perry aggression scale)
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Influence of age (class) {#sec2-14}
------------------------

[Table 6](#T6){ref-type="table"} shows that physical direct active aggression decreased substantially from 50% in class VII to 25.3% in class IX (trend χ^2^ = 18.61, *P* = 0.00009101), while verbal direct active aggression increased from 40.3% in class VII to 41.7% in class VII and then decreased to 38.7% in class IX (trend: χ^2^ = 0.26, *P* = 0.8796). Physical indirect passive aggression increased from 9.6% in class VII to 14.1% in class IX (trend: χ^2^ = 1.995, *P* = 0.3687) and verbal indirect passive aggression increased from 26.9% in class VII to 47.1% in class IX (trend χ^2^ = 7.37, *P* = 0.0250).

###### 

Aggressive behavior according to class
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Classes on anger/aggression control/management {#sec2-15}
----------------------------------------------

No classes had been taken on anger control/management by the school authorities in the current year as indicated by the students.

Discussion {#sec1-4}
==========

In our study, 66.5% of the children (75.8% boys, 58.2% girls) were physically aggressive and 56.8% were verbally aggressive (girls 61%, boys 55.2%) in the previous month. With increasing age/class, there was a statistically significant decrease in physical direct active aggression, while *v*erbal direct active aggression remained much the same. Physical and verbal indirect passive aggression increased with age/class, although the increase was not statistically significant. Our findings are in agreement with the thinking of Björkqet *et al*.,([@ref12][@ref13]) that aggressive behavior tends to appear in the order of: (1) direct physical, (2) direct verbal, and (3) indirect and passive aggression. Young children, who lack verbal skills and skills for manipulation, have to resort to gross physical direct active aggressive techniques such as hitting, kicking, biting or pushing. As age increases, verbal ability develops and verbal threats, shouting and other forms of direct verbal active aggression are added. However, these aggressive behaviors are obvious and liable to punishment and may also lead to injuries. With development of social intelligence and skills, manipulative behavior in terms of indirect and passive aggression appears where the aggression is camouflaged and less risky. Because social intelligence develops earlier in girls, indirect aggression is likely to appear earlier among them. Also, due to other reasons such as relative physical weakness, females are likely to be socialized into a preference for indirect rather than direct forms of aggression. In our study, girls were found to resort to more of verbal aggression and indirect and passive aggression than boys. Björkq *et al*.,([@ref12]) suggested that sex differences in indirect aggression are distinguishable at about the age of 11 years. In a study conducted in Uttar Pradesh, India,([@ref6]) the proportion of physical aggression among boys, from the age of 8 years to the age of 11 years, decreased from 45% to 35%, while verbal aggression increased from 30% to 34% and indirect aggression increased from 25% to 31%. In the same study, from the age of 8 years to the age of 11 years for girls, the proportion of physical aggression decreased from 38% and 31%, verbal aggression increased from 32% to 34% and indirect aggression increased from 30% to 35%. Most studies in India have found males to be more aggressive than females([@ref5][@ref14]) Iqbal *et al*.,([@ref15]) have reported adolescent girls to express more anger than boys. Similar findings in the age and sex differentials of aggression have been reported in other studies as well.([@ref12][@ref13])

No classes had been taken for the students on anger control/management by the school authorities in the current year. Various interventions.([@ref16][@ref17]) have been tried to reduce and prevent the development of aggression in young children. These include: (A) child-focused interventions designed to directly enhance children\'s social, emotional and cognitive competence by teaching appropriate social skills, effective problem solving, anger management and emotional language and (B) training teachers to implement effective classroom management that helps in venting emotions so that they can reduce aggression in the classroom. These interventions are recommended.

Conclusions {#sec1-5}
===========

Aggressive behavior was common among both boys and girls, starting as direct physical aggression (more among boys) and gradually changing to more of verbal and then to indirect and passive aggression (starting earlier in girls). Research needs to be carried out on the factors associated with aggressive behavior and the reasons for aggression. Life skills education, counseling and classroom management strategies are advocated to channelize aggressive behaviors to healthier expressions of assertive and constructive behaviors.
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